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to the Italian ambassador Liutprand: *Nor has your master
any force of ships on the sea. I alone have really stout sailors/1
Economic relations with the Arabs were extremely
important to Byzantium not only for their own sake but also
fojMrhe^ international position of the Empire in relation to
western Europe. Before the epoch of the Crusades the
commerce "of the Muslim East with Europe was carried on
mostly through Byzantium, which derived large revenues
from her position as intermediary between East and West.
But the Crusades established direct commercial relations
between Europe and the East, so that soon afterwards the
economic prosperity of Byzantium came to a close, and the
leading economic role passed to the Italian cities, with
Venice and Genoa at their head.
When we approach the problem of the mutual cultural
relations between Byzantium and Islam, we must take into
account the contribution made by other peoples to the
intellectual life of the Arab State. From the middle of the
eighth century, when.the,Abbasids overthrew the Ummayads
(Ommiads) and transferred their capital from Damascus to
Bagdad, theJPefsians.began, .tq.play a preponderant role in
the^ultoral progress of the Caliphate. Then the Arameans
acquainted the Arabs with the treasures of Hellenistic
culture. In a word the cultural development of the Arabs
wa$_mostly due to foreign activities and foreign materials.
An eminent German Orientalist remarks: 'Greece, Persia,
and India were taxed to help the sterility of the Arab mind.'2
During the Middle Ages before the Crusades there were
three world cultural centres, one belonging to Christianity,
two to Islam: Constantinople on the Bosphorus, and Bagdad
and Cordoba on the two opposite borders of the Muhamma-.
dan world. Constantinople, 'the city guarded by God', 'the
glory of Greece', was the richest and most brilliant city in
the medieval world. Bagdad, the city called into existence in
the middle of the eighth century 'as by an enchanter's wand*,
was second only to Constantinople, and the Court of the
Abbasids was a real garden of learning, science, and the arts.
Cordoba in Spain in the tenth century was the most civilized
1  Liutprand, Legatio, ch. xi.
2  Ed. Sachau, Alberunis India> vol. i QLondon, i88S), p. xxviii.